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CBDC Lessons from the Caribbean

Analyzing Central Bank Digital Currency Adoption
in Jamaica and The Bahamas

By NICHOLAS ANTHONY

entral bank digital currencies (CBDCs) were
launched in Jamaica and The Bahamas with
ambitious promises: to promote financial
inclusion, to stabilize the monetary system, and
to foster competition.' These same promises have also been
made in the United States and abroad as jurisdictions debate
whether to launch a CBDC.? For example, in the United States,
Department of the Treasury official Nellie Liang has said,
“A retail CBDC could contribute to a more competitive and
innovative payment system; support financial inclusion; and
help preserve the singleness of the currency.”

Yet several years in, the evidence shows that the CBDCs
in both Jamaica and The Bahamas have failed to gain
traction with either consumers or businesses.* Instead,
the CBDCs have become little more than vehicles for
government handouts—distributed through limited-time

giveaways and incentive programs, with little lasting use.
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These early experiments provide a cautionary tale for other

governments weighing whether to launch a CBDC.

JAMAICA

A Brief Primer on Jamaica’'s CBDC

The Bank of Jamaica officially launched its CBDC (known
locally as JAM-DEX) in July 2022.° However, the CBDC was
introduced with a running start. As will be described in
detail, the central bank gave its staff J$1 million ($6,330)
in CBDC in August 2021.° It was only in July 2022 that the
wider public could access the CBDC through a mobile app.”

To use the CBDC, a person must join a bank—a
requirement that undermines the idea that the CBDC
would help with financial inclusion.® Although the

Bank of Jamaica has announced that additional banks
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will enter the market, accounts can currently only be
opened with one bank: National Commercial Bank.’

National Commercial Bank is therefore responsible for

upholding the know-your-customer requirements, account

maintenance tasks, and customer service complaints for

every CBDC account in the country.

Once an account is opened, the CBDC can be spent as long

as both parties have the app with an open account. However,

how widely it can be used is an open question. When it

comes to paying bills, the frequently asked questions section

of the CBDC wallet says to convert the CBDC to standard

Jamaican dollars and then send the money.'°

Measuring CBDC Adoption

Because of limitations in the available data, the best data
point to consider is the amount of CBDC in circulation.”
In contrast to the robust and fluctuating supply of cash
in circulation, the supply of CBDC in circulation remains
negligible—suggesting near-zero consumer reliance

(Figure 1).” However, limiting the focus to the CBDC alone

Figure 1

reveals there is more to the story (Figure 2). Whereas the
amount of cash ebbs and flows because of changes in
demand and other factors, the amount of CBDC has only
increased with sudden, abrupt changes. The dramatic
nature of these changes suggests that the numbers reflect
government activity, not genuine consumer adoption.?

The Bank of Jamaica reported both figures biweekly
from 2021 to 2024. However, the changes to the amount
of CBDC in circulation occurred only seven times."* Cross-
referencing these seven changes with public reports,
the source for these isolated changes begins to emerge:
government handouts (Table 1).

Consider first the initial increase to J$1 million ($6,330)
in September 2021. As reported by the central bank in the
Jamaica Information Service, this early jump was due to
the Bank of Jamaica giving J$1 million ($6,330) in CBDC
to its staff."”® Similarly, the next increase—in November
2021—occurred because the Bank of Jamaica issued
J$5 million ($31,650) to National Commercial Bank.'®
However, in this instance, National Commercial Bank

paid for the CBDC transfer through Jamaica’s real-time

The amount of CBDC in circulation is just 0.1 percent of the amount of cash in Jamaica
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Figure 2
In Jamaica, the amount of CBDC in circulation reflects government activity, not consumer demand
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Table 1
Almost every increase in the Jamaican CBDC is tied to government incentives

Reporting C.BDC "? Cha|_1ge from_ Government activity
date circulation previous period
9/22/2021 J$1,000,000 +J$1,000,000 The Bank of Jamaica gave J$1,000,000 to its staff.

The Bank of Jamaica issued J$5,000,000 to National Commercial

11/10/2021 J$6,000,000 +J$5,000,000 Bank

The government offered J$2,500 to the first 100,000 people to open

5/11/2022 J$215,185,000 +J$209,185,000 a CBDC account after April 1, 2022.

The government offered J$2,500 to the first 100,000 people to open

6/22/2022 J$256,000,000  +J$40,815,000 a CBDC account after April 1, 2022.

The government paid for an “employment generation programme” with

1/25/2023 J$257,000,000 +J$1,000,000 the CBDC.

The Bank of Jamaica gave J$25,000 to the first 10,000 merchants
who opened a CBDC account, 2 percent back on all purchases made
with the CBDC, and J$2,500 to the first 60,000 customers who
signed up for an entry-level account.

9/13/2023 J$257,208,000 +J$208,000

5/8/2024 J$257,408,000 +J$200,000 The Bank of Jamaica issued J$200,000 to a wallet provider.

Source: Bank of Jamaica.
Note: CBDC = central bank digital currency.



gross settlement system in a manner similar to requesting
physical cash."”

The amount of CBDC in circulation did not increase
again until after the government offered J$2,500 ($15) to
each of the first 100,000 people to open a CBDC account
after April 1, 2022."® The total payout of J$250 million
($1.58 million) appears to have been delivered within
two months.” First, in May 2022, the amount of CBDC in
circulation jumped by J$209.18 million ($1.32 million). Then,
in June 2022, the amount jumped again by J$40.81 million
($258,365).

The next increase occurred in January 2023 when the
Bank of Jamaica reported a J$1 million ($6,330) jump in the
amount of CBDC in circulation. Once again, it appears to be
centered on government activity. The Jamaican government
paid more than 100 workers with the CBDC in December
2022 as part of an “employment generation programme.”>°

After another stagnant period, an increase of J$208,000
($1,316) took place in September 2023. This time, it’s likely
that three incentive programs were responsible for the
jump. The first program offered J$25,000 ($158) to each of
the first 10,000 merchants who opened a CBDC account.”
Had this incentive program been successful, the payout
would have been J$250 million. However, it is reasonable to
assume this strategy was unsuccessful considering that only
2,379 merchants had opened CBDC accounts by September
2024—a full year later.*” The second program was aimed
at consumers.” The program gave consumers 2 percent
back on all purchases made with the CBDC. This program
had a monthly maximum payout of J$5,000 ($31). Finally,
the third program gave J$2,500 ($15) to the first 60,000
customers who signed up for an entry-level account.*

The only increase that cannot be accounted for with
publicly available information was in May 2024. However,
the Bank of Jamaica confirmed via email that the J$200,000
($1,273) increase occurred because of a request by a wallet
provider.

When viewed in a vacuum, some people may consider it
impressive that the amount of CBDC in circulation went from
zero to more than J$257 million ($1.64 million) in three years.
When viewed in context, however, the reason for this increase
is not because the CBDC had solved the issues that had been
weighing on Jamaican citizens. Rather, the reason was that

the Jamaican government had given the money away.

Reflecting on the lack of genuine consumer adoption
in 2024, Bank of Jamaica Governor Richard Byles said the
central bank would continue to push forward with its CBDC

to try to get people to use it.”*

THE BAHAMAS

A Brief Primer on The Bahamas’ CBDC

The Central Bank of The Bahamas officially launched
its CBDC (known locally as the SandDollar) in October
2020.%° The CBDC runs on an intermediated system in
which financial institutions provide front-end services
(onboarding, customer service, etc.) and the central bank
maintains the back end.”’

To use the CBDC, a person must contact one of seven
currently authorized agents.?® These agents include four
money transmitter businesses and three payment service
providers (often referred to as MTBs and PSPs, respectively).
Yet as of this writing, only four agents even mention the
CBDC on their websites—and one of them offers services
only through a waiting list.>’ There are some differences
among the apps the various agents provide, but the apps
generally rely on QR codes to initiate payments.>®

The amount of money that can be held and spent
with the CBDC depends on whether the person provides
the authorized agents with identification issued by the
Bahamian government. With identification, people can
hold up to B$8,000 ($8,000) in CBDC and spend up to
B$10,000 ($10,000) a month.” Without identification,
people can only hold B$500 ($500) and spend B$1,500
($1,500). Registered businesses, however, have a holding
limit of between B$8,000 ($8,000) and B$1 million
($1 million).*

Measuring CBDC Adoption
The Bahamas has struggled with CBDC adoption.

Much like in Jamaica, the Bahamian CBDC seems almost
nonexistent compared with cash (Figure 3).** Again,
however, limiting the focus to the CBDC alone reveals there
is more to the story (Figure 4). Although the amount of
CBDC in circulation does not change with the same fluidity

as cash, the changes taking place appear to be slightly more



Figure 3
The CBDC is nonexistent compared with cash in The Bahamas

B$700M

B$600M

B$500M

B$400M

B$300M

B$200M

B$100M

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

@ CBDC in circulation @ Notes and coinsin circulation

Source: Central Bank of The Bahamas.
Note: CBDC = central bank digital currency; M = million.

Figure 4
Tlfe amount of CBDC in circulation in The Bahamas is built on sudden government injections
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organic than what occurred in Jamaica (Figure 2). Yet, even
then, cross-referencing these changes with other reports
suggests that much of the activity is government activity.
Although the changes over time resemble the experience
in Jamaica, changes in the amount of CBDC in circulation
in The Bahamas have been more frequent. Those changes
ranged from less than negative 15 percent to more than
156 percent.** Upon assessing this spread, it appears
that large changes may be more reflective of government
giveaways, whereas small changes are consumer based.
The CBDC was officially launched in 2020, but the
story really starts in 2019 when the Central Bank of The
Bahamas first put B$48,000 ($48,000) of the CBDC into
circulation.* This injection was given to “various retailers”
to test the CBDC.>® But it wasn’t long before questions in
the accounting emerged. The Central Bank of The Bahamas
reported that it later gave “limited amounts” of the CBDC
to authorized financial institutions and “closed the year
with a total value” of B$130,000 ($130,000) of CBDC in
circulation.”” However, that same report states that only
B$75,125 ($75,125) was in circulation—explicitly noting that
the circulation had increased by B$27,125 ($27,125) since the
initial injection in 2019.%® The Central Bank of The Bahamas
did not respond to questions, but I assume for the sake of

this paper that the correct amount of CBDC in circulation

Table 2

in 2020 was B$75,125 ($75,125) and the increase was in line
with what was given to institutions.

Over the course of the next four years, the amount of
CBDC in circulation increased by more than B$1.8 million
($1.8 million). Like in Jamaica, some of the activity can
be directly traced to government giveaways, promotional
events, and incentive programs. For example, the Central
Bank of The Bahamas committed to giving away B$1 million
($1 million) to “early adopters” of the CBDC.* As detailed in
the limited reporting available, the central bank gave away
B$156,310 ($156,310) at what it called CBDC “wallet-seeding
events.”*° These giveaways occurred at charity events,
festivals, and other social gatherings (Table 2).*' Elsewhere,
officials regularly appeared on the radio to give away up to
B$200 ($200). Venturing beyond events and entertainment,
the central bank also sought out consumers with a CBDC
rebate program.

Fortunately, the analysis of the Bahamian CBDC can
go beyond assessing changes to the amount of CBDC in
circulation. In April 2023 (nearly three full years after
the CBDC had been introduced), the Central Bank of The
Bahamas began to publish a monthly series of reports to
“keep the public more informed of initiatives to promote
digital currency adoption.”** This series was ultimately

shut down before hitting its one-year anniversary, but it did

Charities, balls, displays, and celebrations were used to spread the CBDC

August 2022 B$10,910.00
October 2022 B$17,135.24
October 2022 B$1,460.00
November 2022 B$19,155.00
December 2022 B$2,500.00
January 2023 B$10,000.00
April 2023 B$10,600.00
April 2023 B$2,205.00
April 2023-August 2023 B$1,770.00
April-September 2023 B$3,000.00
June 2023-August 2023 B$77,575.00

Source: Central Bank of The Bahamas.
Note: B$ = Bahamian dollars; CBDC = central bank digital currency.
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offer several insights during its limited run.** Notably, the
series included information regarding the number of wallet
providers, merchant wallets, and consumer wallets (Table 3).

This dataset reveals a few things. First, it seems The
Bahamas may have the highest sign-up rate for any CBDC.**
With a population of 399,440 people, the opening of 118,955
consumer wallets means that the central bank achieved a
sign-up rate of 30 percent.*

Yet CBDC proponents should not be too quick to celebrate
that achievement. The second thing the data set reveals is
that signing up to use a CBDC and actually using a CBDC are
two very different things. The gap between approved and
active wallets underscores this disconnect. Unfortunately,
the central bank never reported the number of active
consumer wallets and quickly stopped reporting the number
of active merchant wallets. However, the fact that only
30 percent of merchant wallets were active in March and
April 2023 suggests consumers had limited options if they
wanted to use the CBDC.

It was not included in every update, but the reports
also shared some data about transaction volumes. This
information confirmed again that much of the activity
taking place was due to government activity. For example,

a particularly revealing line from the August 2023 update
stated that CBDC use was “impacted by the significantly
reduced levels of Government transfer payments.”*¢ The

total value of wallet top-ups had fallen from B$38.4 million

Table 3

($38.4 million) to B$7.1 million ($7.1 million).*” The October
2023 update revealed that the trend had continued.*® The
report shared, “During the first seven months of 2023,

a more than four-fold reduction in wallet top-ups to

$10.2 million was registered, in comparison to the previous
year when government transfer payments significantly
influenced retail activity.”*’

Both the August and December updates focused on the
rebate programs. The August update reported that the
CBDC “rebate program remained an essential aspect of
adoption efforts.”*® The rebate program gave individuals
B$20 ($20) for showing up at promotional events and an
additional B$5 ($5) for spending at least B$18 ($18) in CBDC
at those events. Similarly, the December update highlighted
the “SandDollar Holiday Rebate program.”*! However, the
central bank still said usage of the CBDC was “dampened by
reduced government transfer payments.”

Reflecting on the lack of consumer adoption in 2024,
Central Bank of The Bahamas Governor John Rolle said
commercial banks would soon be forced to distribute the

CBDC—suggesting a shift from incentives to mandates.>

THE LESSONS

When asked why central banks have struggled to get
people to adopt CBDCs, government officials have provided

several possibilities.>® In Jamaica, the central bank said

The Central Bank of The Bahamas briefly shared data on CBDC adoption

Reporting date Approved (active) wallet providers Approved (active) merchant wallets Consumer wallets

March 2023

April 2023 9 (7)
May 2023 9(7)
June 2023 9 (7)
July 2023 9 (7)
August 2023 9 (7)
September 2023 9 (8)
October 2023 9 (8)
November 2023 9 (8)
December 2023 9 (7)

Source: Central Bank of The Bahamas.

1,512 (455) 101,636
1,512 (455) 104,664
1,622 108,707
1,622 108,707
1,622 108,707
1,687 113,358
1,725 114,504
1,752 116,454
1,780 117,610
1,797 118,955

Note: The Central Bank of The Bahamas stopped reporting the number of active merchants after the first two reports. CBDC = central bank digital currency.



people were not interested in adopting a new system

when they can already make digital payments.>* In The
Bahamas, the central bank said the COVID-19 pandemic
made it difficult to promote CBDC use.*® Reflecting on these
statements, it seems that the common thread is thata
CBDC is not an effective policy tool. Governments may build
CBDCs, but that does not mean people will use them. People
are served well by cash, prepaid cards, debit cards, credit
cards, payment apps, and cryptocurrencies. They don’t need
the government to reinvent the wheel.

If governments are to ignore this warning and push
forward with CBDCs anyway, they need to start operating
with more transparency. Where CBDCs have been made
available to the public, so too should consistent, monthly
reports on data surrounding the CBDC. That means
reporting more than just the amount of CBDC in circulation.

Ideally, those reports would include the following data:

® CBDCin circulation

® CBDC transaction volume

® CBDC allocated for giveaways

® CBDC given away

® Number of CBDC accounts or wallets (consumer,
merchant, and provider)

® Number of active CBDC accounts or wallets
(consumer, merchant, and provider)

® Money spent to build the CBDC system

® Money spent to maintain the CBDC system

Itis important that all these data points are provided,
and provided consistently. A significant distinction exists
between people being open to using a CBDC, people
onboarding to use a CBDC, and people using a CBDC. Each
level offers new insights, and the information that has been
made available only scratches the surface.

By using this information, the public will be able to

assess whether resources are being allocated optimally.

For example, consider a scenario in which CBDC demand

is naturally low because the existing digital payment
options—debit cards, mobile apps, even cryptocurrencies—
already serve consumer needs. In such a case, government
giveaways may briefly push a CBDC into circulation, but
actual usage will still depend on whether merchants and
consumers find value in the new system. Without that value,
the CBDC functions as little more than a digitized voucher
system. In that sense, one can expect to see some activity
(seen in transaction volume) as the CBDC is given away,
individuals spend it (seen in wallet activity), and merchants
transfer it for cash or balances at a bank. However, the
activity is unlikely to last. Wallets will go unused and
transaction volume will fall.

Governments also need to clearly establish which factors
will mean success or failure and what will happen if the
CBDC proves to be a failure. Ideally, CBDC adoption should
be measured by the number of people who have opened
CBDC wallets and used the CBDC in a manner that closely
rivals or exceeds existing payment options (e.g., credit
cards, debit cards, cash). This use should be independent of
government incentives. If a CBDC fails to meet objectives,

there should be a clear path for winding down the system.

CONCLUSION

Facing challenges with adoption has been a common
issue in the CBDC experience. This paper has focused on
the Caribbean experience. However, in their efforts to spur
demand, the Chinese government has generated even
grander giveaways and the Nigerian government created a
cash shortage.*® Whether by carrot or by stick, governments
want their citizens to adopt CBDCs. Yet the real question
they should be asking is “What do our citizens want?” Based

on the experience thus far, it’s not a CBDC.
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